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The murder of a young army recruit in Chile last December remains unsolved. His death, plus the
suicides of a dozen other recruits during the past two years, has increased tension between the
military and civilian authorities. It has also given ammunition to human rights organizations that
are calling attention to conditions in the military and pushing for legislation to allow conscientious
objection to military service by potential recruits. The murdered recruit, Pedro Soto Tapia, 19,
entered the Yungay regiment in the city of San Felipe, 90 km north of Santiago, in April 1996. His
family says that Soto had become increasingly distraught and had spoken of being beaten and
tortured in the regiment the day before he disappeared on Dec. 15, 1996. His badly mutilated body
was found on a hill outside San Felipe three months later.
Four recruits from Soto's regiment were arrested for the murder. However, three were released
on May 23 for lack of evidence. The following week, Manuel Silva, special judge in charge of the
case, also granted unconditional freedom to another conscript, Dagoberto Contreras, who had
been named as the main suspect in the case by the military courts. Contreras declared at a press
conference in San Felipe after his release that he had been beaten and drugged while in custody in
the army prosecutor's office. He also said that an officer in the regiment had frequently harassed
and beaten Soto, who had shown signs of serious depression shortly before his disappearance.
The judge's decisions to release the four left the case with no suspects, and destroyed the official
army explanation that Soto had been kidnapped and assassinated by a "mafia of homosexuals,"
which supposedly included the four recruits.

Case revives conflicts between civilian & military authorities
The army and its chief, former dictator Gen. Augusto Pinochet, have come under increasing fire
regarding the case, and it has once again pitted the military against civilian authority. On June 4,
Pinochet met with high-ranking military officers to discuss the possibility of filing charges against
congressional deputies Nelson Avila, of the Partido por la Democracia (PPD), and Camilo Escalona,
of the Partido Socialista (PS), for remarks they made about Soto's death.
The two deputies, who are both part of the governing Concertacion coalition, denounced the army
for a "diabolical cover-up" to hide those responsible for the disappearance and death of Soto.
Escalona, the president of the PS, accused the army of attempting to undermine the investigation
of the case. He also said that the generals are much more concerned about "lack of respect" than
they are about the serious allegations by Contreras and other recruits about army abuses toward
conscripts. Avila said that the military courts had charged four innocent recruits "for no other reason
than to cover up" the actions committed by military officers.
On June 5, the government and parties of the Concertacion coalition strongly backed the two
deputies. "There will be no charges against either deputy because, as elected officials, they are
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entitled to their opinions," said PPD president Sergio Bitar after meeting with government Secretary
General Jose Joaquin Brunner. Brunner said that the investigation into Soto's death will not be
deterred. "It is absolutely urgent that the courts get to the bottom of the matter and find out where
responsibility lies," he said. Jaime Naranjo, leader of the PS delegation in the Chamber of Deputies,
said, "If the army wants to sue one or both of the deputies it will also have to sue every PS and PPD
deputy. Instead of recognizing mistakes committed by its members, the army has decided to act as a
single body....Once again the army has made a mistake and its image has deteriorated even more."
Criticisms of draft & rights abuses in military grow While conscription is mandatory, and all young
men must register when they turn 18, there are places for only 20% of them in the army, the navy,
and the air force.
Forced conscription is opposed by many young people and by human rights activists, especially in
the wake of increasing complaints of mistreatment within the regiments. In the course of 1995 and
1996 there were two cases of recruits being killed and a dozen suicides in the barracks, along with
several desertions by young men fleeing alleged mistreatment in the regiments.
Human rights lawyer Julia Urquieta Olivares of the Comite de Defensa de los Derechos del Pueblo
(CODEPU) told LADB in Santiago that the Soto case demonstrates the ongoing human rights abuses
by the military and the impunity that accompanies such abuses. Urquieta, who represents Soto's
family, also said that the recent revelations of serious abuses against young recruits has resulted
in a renewed effort to legalize alternative service and to open public debate about the necessity
of obligatory military service in peacetime. In 1996, youth organizations launched a campaign
demanding the abolition of compulsory military service and the adoption of conscientious objector
status by Chilean law.
The effort followed the growing number of reports of mistreatment of recruits and the negative
image of the armed forces shared by broad sectors of society in the wake of the 17-year Pinochet
dictatorship. This year, the Defence Ministry established a "double call" system, which gives priority
to those interested in doing military service and fills any spaces left with draftees. However, that has
not ended calls for a thorough investigation of the conditions endured by recruits nor the call for
alternative service. [Sources: Inter Press Service, 03/25/97, 05/31/97; Reuter, 06/06/97; El Mercurio
(Chile), 05/24/97, 06/05/97, 06/06/97; La Epoca (Chile), La Nacion (Chile) 06/06/97]
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